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1 
PROTECTING HIS LEGACY: PRESIDENT OBAMA AND 
CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE WAKE OF A TRUMP 
ADMINISTRATION 
I. INTRODUCTION 
President Barack Obama will be remembered for many important 
acts including eliminating Osama bin Laden, passing health care reform, 
and adopting a new climate change policy. The latter, combatting climate 
change, has been the focus of much effort throughout his eight years in 
office and especially in his final months as President-elect Donald Trump 
prepares to take office.1  
Acknowledging this risk, and concerned with the great number of 
the president-elect’s cabinet members with potential biases against deal-
ing with climate change,2 President Obama has utilized the 1953 Outer 
Continental Shelf Lands Act (OCSLA) and the Antiquities Act to prevent 
environmental disasters and maintain pristine habitats for Earth’s inhab-
itants.3 Moreover, the president-elect has threatened to withdraw the 
United States from the Paris Agreement, which represents 197 countries’ 
united efforts to mitigate climate change around the globe.4 Withdrawal 
from this agreement could send a negative response to other parties re-
garding the United States’ commitment to environmental issues. 
II. CLIMATE CHANGE 
After repeated study, the mid-nineteenth century discovery of car-
bon dioxide’s heat trapping nature and ability to influence “the transfer 
of infrared energy through the atmosphere” lead scientists to the undis-
puted conclusion that “increased levels of greenhouse gases must cause 
the [e]arth to warm.”5 The abundant evidence of global warming includes 
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a sea level rise of 6.7 inches in the last 100 years (double the rate of the 
previous century), global temperature rises resulting in fifteen of the six-
teen warmest years on record occurring since 2001, warming oceans, 
decreasing Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets, declining area and thick-
ness of the Arctic sea, glacial retreat, ocean acidification, and decreased 
snow cover.6 The solution to combat climate change is to “move our en-
ergy system away from fossil fuels, toward energy efficiency and sus-
tainable energy sources like wind, solar, and geothermal.”7 This is exact-
ly what President Obama spent his presidency advocating for and pre-
cisely what Mr. Trump’s words and actions suggest he is opposed to. 
III. THE SOURCE OF PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA’S CONCERN 
In 2012, the president-elect claimed “the concept of global warming 
was created by and for the Chinese in order to make U.S. manufacturing 
non-competitive,”8 and in 2015 he mocked the idea of global warming by 
tweeting “[i]t’s really cold outside, they are calling it a major freeze, 
weeks ahead of normal . . . .we could use a big fat dose of global warm-
ing.”9 More recently, the president-elect vowed to “cancel” the Paris 
Agreement10 because it is a “bad deal” for the U.S., and instead, encour-
aged drilling and a revival of the coal industry.11 
Further, although Mr. Trump has not made clear his specific policy 
on climate change, the above statements and his cabinet choices indicate 
a strong opposition to furthering President Obama’s—and the rest of the 
world’s, as evidenced by the Paris Agreement—goals for combating cli-
mate change. To name a few, Scott Pruitt, nominated for head of the En-
vironmental Protection Agency, is an avid adversary of the EPA, has 
close ties to the fossil fuel industry, and aided in a law suit against the 
Clean Power Plan; Ryan Zink, nominated for head of the Department of 
the Interior has always voted for oil and gas drilling, and supports the 
Keystone XL Pipeline; Rex Tillerson, nominated for head of the De-
partment of State is the former CEO of Exxon Mobil, which has pushed 
for drilling in the Arctic; and Jeff Sessions, nominated for Attorney Gen-
eral, who has said “there are legitimate disputes about the validity of 
global warming . . . [c]arbon dioxide does not hurt you.”12 
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IV. THE 1953 OUTER CONTINENTAL SHELF LANDS ACT 
On December 20, 2016, President Obama utilized the OCSLA to 
permanently ban offshore oil and gas drilling along the Arctic and Atlan-
tic Seaboard.13 The OCSLA provides jurisdiction to the United States 
over the continental shelf’s submerged lands.14 The specific language of 
the act provides, “The president of the United States may, from time to 
time, withdraw from disposition any of the unleased lands of the Outer 
Continental Shelf.”15 President Obama’s decision bans drilling in “about 
98 percent of federally owned Arctic waters . . . and blocks drilling off 
the Atlantic Coast around a series of coral canyons.” This will protect 
pristine waters and habitats from environmental disasters such as the 
2010 Gulf of Mexico oil spill. Further, given the influx of oil around the 
world and the fact that U.S. oil usage has plateaued, there is no present 
need for increased drilling in the United States.16 Showing support and a 
unified front, Canada’s prime minister simultaneously enacted a similar 
ban on drilling in the Canadian Arctic waters.17 What is important to note 
about the OCSLA is that, “there is no authority for subsequent presidents 
to un-withdraw” lands from the protected status.18 Thus, making it un-
likely the president-elect can take action to reverse President Obama’s 
final presidential protective acts. President Obama’s actions and Cana-
da’s simultaneous actions reinforce the United States’ and world’s com-
mitments to mitigating climate change and encouraging the transition to 
the use of natural gas and renewable energy. 
V. THE ANTIQUITIES ACT 
In another final effort to safeguard historic landscapes housing a 
vast amount of archeological sites, rock formations, rare fossils, and di-
nosaur tracks from the destructive nature of oil and gas development, 
President Obama designated land in Utah and Nevada as national monu-
ments under the Antiquities Act.19 These designations block mining and 
energy development, but not recreational activities such as hunting and 
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mitment to sustaining the earth’s forests, canyons, rivers, deserts, and 
other historic landscapes from the harsh effects of fossil fuel exploration. 
Not to mention, the more trees preserved, the more carbon dioxide is 
taken from the atmosphere and converted into oxygen, thereby combat-
ing global warming one tree at time. 
VI. THE FUTURE OF THE PARIS AGREEMENT 
As discussed in section III above, Mr. Trump has not given the 
American people a reason to believe he supports the Paris Agreement. 
The agreement, which went into full force on November 4, 2016, sets out 
a global action plan to put the world on track to reduce the dangerous 
effects of climate change by reducing emissions and limiting global 
warming to well below two degrees celsius.21 Of the 197 parties to the 
convention, 120 have ratified the Agreement.22 The United States entered 
into the agreement on April 22, 2016 and ratification was accepted on 
September 3, 2016.23  
The Paris Agreement is unique because it is politically encouraged 
versus legally bound.24 Moreover, as the United States is the second 
highest emitter of total greenhouse gasses, it is crucial that the country 
stay a party to the agreement.25 The agreement represents a global united 
approach to curbing greenhouse gas emissions, and although withdrawal 
from the agreement takes about four years, the president-elect could 
simply stop participating in the agreement required meetings, or if elect-
ed for a second term, complete the withdrawal process.26 Thus, if Mr. 
Trump decides to take one or both of the above mentioned paths, trade 
responses such as a carbon tax and harm to the U.S. economy could re-
sult.27 For example, if the Trump administration pursues a business 
minded foreign policy, inaction or withdrawal from the agreement could 
adversely affect a renegotiation of NAFTA, or “damage American com-
panies and economic innovation while needlessly ceding diplomatic 
ground to China.”28 In fact, DuPont, Intel, General Mills, the Kellogg 
Company, Mars Incorporated, L’Oreal, and the Craft Brew Alliance have 
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each urged the president-elect to remain committed to a “low carbon 
economy.”29 
VII. CONCLUSION 
Although the president-elect has not clarified his position on global 
warming and climate change, based on his statements to the media, ac-
tions, and nominees for cabinet members, one can infer that Mr. Trump 
does not share the same goal—to combat climate change—that President 
Obama spent much of his presidency advocating for. Moreover, with-
drawal or inaction regarding the Paris Agreement could hurt the U.S. 
economy and send the message to other countries that the United States 
is not committed to preserving our planet’s historic landscapes, pristine 
waters, and other environmental landmarks. It is crucial to our planet’s 
future, that despite the actions of those in power, the American people 
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